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Introduction
Nature still informs the various traditional art forms (sometimes referred to as
native craft) in India. These old styles and narratives find themselves not only on the mud
brick walls of rural villages, but also on the concrete1walls of museums. Rituals and
traditional practices, which might belong to the past elsewhere, continue to change with
the changing times and find a cultural space and an audience within India. An example of
the past operating in the present shows itself in the lawns of the Mughal gardens in the
national capital that are still being chewed by the “sacred” cows of India. A crude but
effective semi-mechanized lawn mower (in all likelihood, innovated during the British
Raj) to this day needs to be pulled by these sacred cows, and can thus be seen on the
lawns of the Taj Mahal. My invocation of this is not a sarcastic reference to the colonial
past, or a demand for an independent present with modem motorized lawn mowers, for
such contemporary modes already exist alongside the sacred cows. It is instead an
indication of the direction of the thinking that informs this text.
The term “sacred” serves here as a signpost and points to the “nature of change”
in India,2 encompassing India's past and present, and its move towards the future. The
political boundary of the territory now recognizable as India expanded and contracted in
the past and, continues to do so in the present, due to the conflicts with its neighbors.

1The word concrete is used symbolically here, indicative of the biases practiced by the museum as an
institution representing the fine arts.
2 The word “India” refers not only to the Republic of India but also to the Indian subcontinent and her
history.
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Thus, to understand India and Indian art one needs to examine the exchange of ideas and
identities between her and her surroundings, both political and material.3
The Indian subcontinent as a unified political and, more importantly as a socio
cultural entity should not be mistaken for one homologous whole, but rather functions as
an illusionary modem construct, where the parts comprising it are greater in value than
the sum of them. This observation is similar to the ancient Indian Hindu concept of
Maya,4 which translates as “not that”, suggesting that a widely accepted definition of
Indian culture and art is difficult to achieve. Indian culture is comprised of various sub
cultures, which play an important part in articulating the religious, social and cultural
practices of the subcontinent. These practices change from region to region, thus creating
an ostensible rainbow of practices, originating from a core belief system, which can be
referred to for my purposes here as the “sacred”. The sacred can be further understood as
karma5 or action, a gesture conceived according to ritual practices that do not adhere to
the concept of causality.
Indian art as an “ancient institution” 6 has progressed from governing how the
religious, social and cultural practices ought to function and be interpreted, where the
interaction between art and the common person took place in the public space such as a
Hindu temple, a Buddhist monastery or an Islamic mosque, towards a contemporary
3 For further reading on history of India refer to Pandit Jawaharlal Nehru, “The Discovery of India”, Oxford
University Press, (January 1, 1994).
4 Maya, (derived from the Sanskrit root word ma, “not” and ya , generally translated as an indicative article
meaning “that”) has multiple meanings, centered on the Hindu concept of “illusion”.
5 Karma, (derived from the Sanskrit root word kr, “to act”) means to act without explicit interest in the
phalam (fruit of the action).
6 Where the Indian artists have for centuries followed the Sastra [used as a suffix in the context of technical
or specialized knowledge in a defined area of practice and/or by-word used when referring to a scripture,
such as Vaastu Shastra (architectural science), Shilpa Shastra (science of sculpture) and Natya Shastra
(encompassing theatre, dance and music)] as their guide for creating the formal quality of their art practice
and as a source material alongside the various sacred scriptures and myths.
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mode that echoes the practices of the present time. The traditional myths in Indian art are
being replaced/reinterpreted by the everyday and personal narratives, based either on the
socio-cultural or on political concerns, which contemporary Indian artists wish to address.
So, both retrospective and introspective contemporary art practices in India have, in
effect, changed the way in which art functions and is experienced in India by the common
person. As a result, contemporary art in India has created a system of haves and havenots. Essentially the concept of haves and have-nots deals with issues of access, which
can be further classified both regarding physical and intellectual access. Now the
“privileged” interaction with art takes place in a private space of an art gallery, and
arguably the art gallery now functions as a temple for contemporary art.7
Taking up these issues, the first chapter of this thesis examines the notion of the
“sacred” as a potential bridge between traditional and contemporary times in India —as
discussed by Charles Correa, an eminent contemporary Indian architect. His article, “The
Public, the Private, and the Sacred”, provides a basis for discussing Indian art in the
global environment, and regarding the implications of using Western terminology for
understanding Eastern art. Given that vernacular art may be seen to change (in all
cultures, or in India) from region to region, and especially shifts from East to West, the
question of accessibility arises. Thus, it is essential here that I provide a sufficient context
in order to engage in a consideration of the art discourses that pertain to Indian art
culture.

7 India’s first prime minister (1947 until 1964) pandit Jawaharlal Nehru coined the phrase “temples of
modern India” during the opening of the Hirakud dam in the 1950s to signify the importance of dams as a
sign of India’s modernity (although these massive hydro projects helped India secure its food securities it
came at a both human and environmental cost).
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The second chapter of my thesis considers the works of two contemporary women
artists, one from India and one from the West. I principally look at Indian born Nasreen
Mohamedi (1937-1990), and I also touch on the work of Canadian bom artist, Agnes
Martin (1912-2004). Both of these artists share a comparable style, working in and
around the grid. In developing a further understanding of modem and contemporary art
according to ideas that embrace the sacred and the material, and by positioning my
analysis of the art practice and art works of both artists in relation to the sacred realm, my
paper argues for the feasibility of considering the sacred realm as a space of engagement
and expression and as a conceptual terrain for understanding contemporary art globally.
The conclusion of this thesis discusses and analyzes my own art practice over the
past two years and seeks to place the art works I create into the realm of the sacred. For
the purposes of engaging in a study of my own art practice as it has responded to a
number of the contemporary questions and the experiences I have gained during my stay
in Canada, I lightly trace the steps I have taken in negotiating an alien art culture. I also
discuss a number of issues relating to language. As an international student, one is often
asked about the cultural dissimilarities they have experienced. Specifically in my case,
having travelled extensively within India and around South East Asia before coming here,
I can assert that I have felt at home in Canada and in the English language. Yet I
recognize that at times there appears to be a vast gap that exists between the East and
West concerning the kinds of aesthetic and conceptual choices being made by artists and
other citizens.
Given the sorts of cultural situations I am referring to, in order to further explore
the biases I have experienced —being the ‘other’ —and the biases I myself hold in my

5

interactions with people who I myself consider to be the ‘other’. I examine associative
responses versus emotional responses to artworks, understanding the distinctions as
another source of contrast that links with the earlier preoccupations I have been alluding
to regarding the sacred in contemporary art.

6

Chapter 1
Indian Art, Craft and The Sacred
“Architecture is a complex thing involving, at one and the same time, the pragm atic
problem o f construction and function; philosophical consideration o f systems and concepts; and
the p a in te r-scu lp to r’s w orld o f visual form . It is totally irresponsible to divorce the problem o f
visual form from the other two that are the roots and guts o f architecture. Without them,
architecture is reduced to a mere matter o f photogenic “stylin g” . But an architect can extract a
high degree o f “efficiency” from the m aterials he is using through his visual sen se- if he can pu t
the sim plest and crudest m aterials to work in the pursuit o f meaningful fo rm s.” Charles

Correa*

This chapter introduces a discussion of the sacred realm as proposed by Charles
Correa in the article, “The Public, the Private, and the Sacred”. An eminent Indian
architect, Charles Correa is recognized for producing work that deals with issues relating
to modern architectural programs including low-income housing in India. Charles
Correa’s work involves creating contemporary habitats that incorporate traditional
architecture and which take the environment, predominantly the climate, into
consideration.89
The balance between form and functionality in Charles Correa’s architectural
creations arises from the placement of a local vernacular within his designs. In light of his
approach, I am reminded that the National Craft Museum, Delhi, only a five-minute walk
from the college I attended as an art student, was an experiential walk from the present
into and through a past era, or, for that matter, several eras. As the architect of the

8 Quoted in, Ravi Kalia, “Modernism, modernization and post-colonial India: a reflective essay”, Planning
Perspectives, (2006), 21: 2, 133 — 156.
9 The use of an architect as a primary source for building an argument regarding the dynamics of visual
culture in India might be considered problematic, but Correa is a significant thinker whose critical writings
on the use of traditional practices as an aid for transition towards modernity provide both a theoretical as
well as a practical model.
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Figure 1 Charles Correa, Site plan, National Crafts Museum, Delhi, India
National Crafts Museum, Delhi, Charles Correa effectively engaged with the sacred. The
museum is located amidst the apparent modernity of a bustling metropolis and, as such, is
far removed from the traditional village environment that it intends to emulate. This
capacity of the museum, to co-exist in the past and present without undermining the
presence of either, has created a meeting point for the two. The sacred realm thus situates
itself in the midst of is and was.
Correa begins his essay by establishing the correlation between the worlds of
manifest and non-manifest phenomena. According to Correa, the manifest world
comprises the public and private realms while the non-manifest constitutes the sacred
realm. For Correa the non-manifest finds expression through religion, philosophy and the
arts.10 In India, sacredness is inherent to the past, present and the future of India." For

10 Correa has written the essay with architecture in mind, since the visual arts and architecture are
traditionally related to one anther. I have taken the liberty of using the two terms interchangeably further on
in the chapter.
" The correlation between religion and the sacred is undeniable but one must make the distinction between
the Eastern religions and the Abrahamic religions. The relevance of the term sacred changes from the...

Indians, sacredness does not exist simply in the objective human actions but also in the
repetitive actions of the everyday. An example of objective human action in India is
reflected in the sacred status of the cow: for most Indians a cow embodies the maternal
sentiment, a veritable source of milk much like a mother is to a child. But cows are not
protected for this soul purpose: they also play an important role in a largely agrarian
society. Thus, the utilitarian arguably plays as important a part within the spiritual.
Another sign of the sacred involves the wearing of a Bindi (Sanskrit Bindu meaning dot
or point) on the forehead by Indian women as an adornment, or by men after a Puja
(Hindu prayer involving ritual offerings) or a Rangoli (a traditional practice of ephemeral
pattern making set in a courtyard), which can both be observed in India.
It could be said, for my purposes, that it is the subjective nature of the word
sacred that can aid in formulating a suitable, functioning definition for this essay. To
define the sacred as an objective observable phenomenon merely leads to vague and
irrelevant discussions of religion. Religion alone cannot be considered as a bridge
between the East and West, especially as the West becomes divided in its use of religion
as a source of the sacred. And despite the fact that my paper is not a place to thoroughly
unpack the subject, it needs to be said that while the sacred is mainly associated with
religion, which cannot be completely ignored, I am interested in a more autonomous and
secular form of the sacred. As it is essential to make a distinction between the sacredness
of religion and autonomous sacred gestures (in relation to Indian art), it is equally
essential to differentiate between the sacred and the spiritual, a term I have come to
recognize as being Western centric and inappropriately used to legitimatize art from the*
...Eastern religions towards the Abrahamic religions; this change can be attributed mainly to the change of
context (a term we will discuss further on in the chapter) and not necessarily to socio-culture and language.

East. Spirituality in art has the potential to function both as a cause for the conception of
an artwork and/or as an end in itself. The sacred can be thought of as an enriching
substitute for pure action devoid of biases, which may result from a rationalized or a
results-oriented art practice.12
The autonomy of the sacred regarding religion is essential if it is to function as a
common thread between the art practices of the East and West. Note that the term “art
practice” does not include all the art forms; I acknowledge that art has in the past been
and is today created for diverse reasons and through different means in the East and
West. At the same time there are parallels that can be drawn between Eastern and
Western arts. As an example, there are strong similarities between installation art in the
west and the drawing of traditional mandalas in the East, or the use of geometrical
patterns in Western abstract art and the use of patterns in Islamic art and architecture.
Here it is also important to bear in mind that because India is the home to innumerable
indigenous and foreign religions, it is important that the sacred be viewed as being
potentially linked with the secular in order to be relevant to Indian art and allow for a free
interaction between Indian artists of diverse origins and beliefs.
Correa writes, “Of course by sacred, one does not mean only the religious but the
primordial as well.” In India today, religion certainly continues to be the principal source
of the sacred; one can observe the ritualistic performances, or as Correa calls them,
“sacred gestures”, being enacted in the everyday, perhaps as a spiritual gestures rather
than as religious ones. Religions indigenous to India have a strong connection to the

12 For further reading on the sacred refer to Mircea Eliade “The Sacred & The Profane: the nature of
religion”, Harcourt Brace Jovanovich, (October 23, 1987).

primordial, traces of which can be found in the innumerable ritualistic practices of
Hinduism, Buddhism and Jainism of religions indigenous to India. The investigation and
contemplation, and in that regard, the continued visualization of the metaphysical (non
manifest phenomena) through the physical (manifest phenomena), have arguably aided in
maintaining their relevance to Indian visual culture and thus are largely responsible for
keeping the presence of the primordial past alive today. The use of the grid (a primordial
system) as a guide for creating the mandalic drawings or the works of contemporary
Indian artist such as Nasreen Mohamedi evokes the sacred while showing its
indebtedness to the primordial.
The traditional visual culture of India has deep philosophical roots. While
religious art and iconography appear, superficially, to be “primitive,” as the misinformed
colonists believed, over time the growth in interest in Oriental Studies has helped
increase the awareness of the conceptual metaphors deeply informing Indian art. Thus the
traditional visual culture in India not only represents the transcendental but also
underlines the awareness of the everyday, and also the need to link spiritual aspirations
with common everyday actions. Ana Paniker, a Spanish artist and curator of Indian
origin, in her article “Oriental Sacred Art and the Art of Collecting in the West ” writes
about traditional Indian art in relation to rituals: “These works of art were created at the
same time as a ritual, and were conceived through a ritual. [It was] ritual that portrayed
people's consciousness of their existence, of knowing they were alive and vulnerable, of
death and, inevitably, of birth.”13 Ana Paniker goes on to define art as “.. .creations that,
though useful for a specific purpose, exceed by far their actual usefulness.. .[and point to
13 Ana Paniker, “Oriental Sacred Art and the Art of Collecting in the West,” (2006),
http://asianart.com/articles/paniker/index.html (accessed: 25/06/2010).
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the] added value of any creation whose raison d'être is found in itself, not in its usefulness
but as an experience or perception of itself.. ,”14.
The desire to explore and express ideas beyond the strictly utilitarian has the
potential to result in a gesture that is sacred. Perhaps such explorations of the cultural
traditions outside of one’s own have brought about changes that are difficult to ignore.
Humans have always communicated their beliefs across cultures since ancient times and,
conversely, modernity has facilitated the process of change to such an extent that change
is no longer an evolution of beliefs but seemingly a process of assimilating the other or
being assimilated by the other.15The following discussion is thus imperative to our
understanding of the historical aspects of the sacred (regarding rituals and traditions), its
development, and the challenges it faces in the contemporary world.
Global Shifts, Art and The Buddha
Elements found in religions across the globe, which refer to the traditional
presence of the sacred in an aesthetic object, have in the past, informed the value
associated with the art object. With the apparent displacement of religion from Western
art in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, there was subsequently a “filling
up” of the remaining vacuum by the everyday and seemingly transcendental influence of
“other” cultures. On this subject Ana Paniker, citing Arthur C. Danto writes: “modernity
begins with the loss of belief in the narrative that defines one's own culture. [2] Gauguin
created under the influence of Japanese lithographs; Monet collected them in the same

14 Ana Paniker, “Oriental Sacred Art and the Art of Collecting in the West,” (2006),
http://asianart.com/articles/paniker/index.html (accessed: 25/06/2010).
15 Postcolonial theorists such as Homi Bahba and Edward Said have contributed substantially to the
discourse on “otherness” via their unpacking of ideas of modernity in numerous works of cultural theory.
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way as Matisse collected African masks. [And this not even] to speak of Picasso, Klee
and Modigliani and their "reinterpretation" of primitive art. [3] Such an opening up to
other artistic models is impossible without the implicit denial of one's own aesthetic
tradition... as Danto suggests, just what happened within culture to induce these artists to
decide all of a sudden that their own past was of less relevance than the imagined past of
other cultures.”16These artistic transitions changed the definition of the sacred in the
Western world and created a new aesthetic/artistic language analogous to the artistic
traditions being maintained elsewhere in the non-Western world. However, despite the
time that has passed since those earlier modem responses, there is now a drift between
the artistic traditions found in the East, (which for the most part maintain continuity and
exhibit artistic practices that aim to preserve the past and have preferred to adapt rather
than adopt the influences from different traditions), and the activities of a new generation
of artist from the East who are embracing the artistic values of the West for the sake of
being accepted in the global context.
A.G. Frank argues that globalization has its roots partly in the establishment of
trade links between the Sumer and the Indus Valley Civilization (third millennium
B.C.)17. Further along in time, the Silk Road not only served as a trade route between
empires but also as a means of cultural transfer. Fast-forward to today and we see, that in
the modern context, globalization with respect to culture has raised more questions than it
has answered and possibly introduced more problems than it has solved, especially
regarding free and fair trade. Trade here expresses not only ideas of economic exchange

16 Ana Paniker, “Oriental Sacred Art and the Art of Collecting in the West,” (2006),
http://asianart.com/articles/paniker/index.html (accessed: 25/06/2010).
17 Andre Gunder Frank, “ReOrient: Global Economy in the Asian Age” (U.C. Berkeley Press, 1998).
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but also socio-cultural and artistic exchange. Indeed, the imprint of complex historic
exchanges can be found even in the present time within the curls of Gautama Buddha,
which resulted from the Greco-Buddhist school of art (1st century C.E.). Though Buddha
in his teaching expressed strong views against idol worship, he and his teachings were
transmitted through ancient trade routes in such a manner that they informed a modern
global spiritual movement that continues today.
The aesthetics of Buddhist imagery lies in the diverse expression of a singular
thought that is Buddha. Yet, in the global scenario where knowledge is at a premium, the
deeper spiritual meaning of this ancient system is often lost in the cross-cultural
translations. Nevertheless, the most recognizable image of Buddha is that of the laughing
Buddha (Budai an eccentric Chinese Zen [Chart] monk). And as there are always some
aspects of a culture that are lost and other aspects that are gained, it is difficult to measure
the significance of what is lost and found in this process.
To turn specifically to the subject of visual art in India, in light of the preceding, it
should be noted that Indian art history up to the 19th century had been relatively cyclical
in nature with the essential elements and events reoccurring periodically. However, in
contemporary Indian art, a new “alien” linear history can be observed, with its own art
movements, ruptures, and the like. This new art history demands a newness where B is to
replace A rather than evolving from it, according to a tradition. The Indian subcontinent
has not always acted as a willing host to change; change has had to take comfort in the
slow passing of time and in the general willingness of an unwilling people to accept it as
part of the life cycle. However the traditional and contemporary arts in India have gone
through significant changes, especially during the short period of the past century, as they
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adapt to and adopt modernity. This has resulted in changing how and where the common
man interacts with fine art and has caused a rift between the fine arts and craft in India.
Such disagreement between the traditional and the modem continues to change the
definition of the sacred in India, including with respect to its interpretation in and through
visual arts.
Regarding the education of the student of the sacred, Charles Correa describes the
traditional Indian education system called the gurukul in the following way: “Not only is
the image of the lord Buddha under the peepul tree more sensible that the idea of sitting
inside a stuffy room; it is also far more evocative, more conducive to enlightenment.”18
However, the stuffy rooms are where the artists of modern India still undergo their
training. I, for one, am a product of this instructional practice that was adopted during the
British raj as an effective production line where artists are arguably made and not created.
It could be said that, owing to this history, disquiet exists between the two seemingly
opposing institutions referred to earlier, with the College of Art, Delhi, trying to produce
the future crop of artistic talent, and the National Craft Museum aiming to preserve and
nurture the artistic practices of the Indian village artists.19My observations here regarding
the two sites can be seen as indicative of the character of the visual arts in India,
especially regarding the field of painting and sculpture, which have distanced themselves
from the traditional art practices of India.

18 Charles Correa, “The Public, the Private, and the Sacred,” Another India (Fall, 1989) Vol. 118, No. 4, pp.
95-96.
19 Or as the contemporary art institutes such as the College of Art, Delhi would like to label them as
“artisans” or craftsman this has left us with a disconnect from the past. It is a worrying trend especially
since the traditional practices are alive and well.

15

As indicated earlier, the National Crafts Museum may be described as an example
of Charles Correa’s engagement with the local vernacular, aimed at aiding historical craft
practices by creating a conducive environment for the traditional. In doing so, it
demonstrates Charles Correa’s desire to assist modem India in avoiding being a silent
spectator of the past and an all-too-ready proponent of a homogenizing future. Thus the
whole museum is based on the “timeless” world of the Indian village.
Dr. Jyotindra Jain, the former Director of the Crafts Museum sees the value of the
museum as “helping to maintain some resistance to the homogenizing forces of the late
modem world”.20 As Jain notes, the problem facing the local vernacular in India is the
homogenizing of a modernizing aesthetic culture in accordance with a globalized culture.
I would argue that, standing in contrast, the College of Art, Delhi, is an institution that
has isolated itself from the traditional arts, owing to the use of an outdated education
system inherited from British Raj. However the responsibility for such shortsightedness
does not lie solely with the colonial education system, but also stems from the failure to
revise the education system in order to bring it into line with other advanced art
institutions around the world, and/or at the same time initiating a dialogue with more
traditional art institutions.
I would be remiss if I did not acknowledge that the idea of initiating a significant
dialogue between traditional Indian art and the contemporary Indian art is now, more
broadly speaking, “on the table,” since interest in Indian art has grown considerably in

20 Dr. Jyolindra Jain, “Metaphor of an Indian Street,” Architecture + design , Delhi, Vol. VIII, N:5, SeptOct 1991,39-43.
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the West.21 Significant questions such as the following are now being asked: Who gets to
represent India in the global art scene? And what gets represented and why? Such
questions arise from institutionalized discourse that could be seen as merely serving its
own ends.22 Nonetheless, the discourse among the “haves” of the art community has little
or no implications for the broader art audience of the “have-nots”, a binary to which I
referred earlier. The have-nots, as already inferred, are the common people whose
interactions between the sacred and everyday aesthetic sensibilities are being mediated by
art institutions on the one hand and popular culture (such as film, television and print
media) on the other hand. However there have been efforts to counter the mystifying
challenges of modernity, as we shall see.
The Village and The Modern
In the article “Intersections: Urban and Village Art in India”, Mary-Ann MilfordLutzker refers to a collaborative workshop organized by Jyotindra Jain which aimed to
bring the village, tribal people and urban artists together. The article notes that the
economic concerns of the participating village and tribal artists resulted in some of them
being apprehensive about change while others were open to new possibilities, both
economic and regarding the recognition which comes by innovating in relation to their
traditional practices. As the stewards of traditional arts in India, the artisans are facing an
existential challenge. The economic compulsion of competing with the inexpensive

21 As evidenced by international exhibitions such as the Venice biennial of 2011.
22 Critiquing the institutionalized system is not the intent here since it is of little interest to me. However, I
do feel it is essential for me to define what I mean by the “institutionalized system”. Primarily such a
system consists of the educational institutions, museums, art galleries, critics and arguably artists (Political
and socio-economic interest can act as a fair judge of the intent of the system). Initiating a discourse on the
concept of haves and have-nots does have relevance to the argument that is being built here because the
alienation being discussed exists not only outside of the institutionalized system but also within it.

17

mass-produced facsimiles (often “made in China”) and the challenge of maintaining a
cultural relevance to the aesthetic aspirations of a modernizing Indian society. Art
collaborations like the above-mentioned help to offset these challenges.
In contemporary visual culture, the engagement with an alien art culture (alien
here refers to the visual practices of a culture other than one’s own) must be approached
via an informed dialogue and with sufficient cultural context. However, the grounds for
such a cross-cultural exchange are yet to be fully established, particularly in India. Part of
the problem facing contemporary visual culture is that the East appears to be trying to
catch up to the West, not only in terms of art history but also in the use of current
aesthetic paradigms. The desire to standardize art and aesthetics within fixed moments in
linear time is increasingly becoming the norm. The irony inherent in this cannot be taken
lightly. In the past the West (i.e. the developed world, excluding Japan) searched for
inspiration outside of its own socio-cultural practices, while in the present, the East (the
developing world) is looking to the West for validation. While my former thought here
makes a sweeping claim, the prior discussion regarding the interaction of artists like
Picasso, Gauguin, Klee and others serves as an example.
The impulse to be accepted and acknowledged by a wider, international audience
is understandable, but the challenges and problems of such a complex, cross-cultural
aspiration can be costly. Regarding this, Raja Ravi Verma (1848 - 1906)23, an Indian
painter, is rightly credited with popularizing painting among the masses in India. His
adoption of the European technique of oil on canvas combined with the use of traditional

23 For further reading on Raja Ravi Varma refer to Rupika Chawala, “Raja Ravi Varma: Painter of Colonial
India”, Mapin Publishing Pvt. Ltd., (June 1,2010).
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Indian narratives initiated a new chapter in Indian painting. But what he also introduced
is a move away from the traditional depiction of deities. The repercussions of Raja Ravi
Verma’s newfound European aesthetic sensibility are still predominant in Indian art, and
could be said to have tainted the aesthetic sensibilities of the masses when it comes to
engaging with fine art. Verma’s work represents a move into a future that was arguably
less progressive in its nature than the aspirations of the culture of the “Indian” past, and
could thus also be classified as initiating a point of “rupture” in Indian art history. His
idealizing of the Indian deities in the mass-produced lithographs and oleographs that
adorned the walls of Indian homes as calendar art shaped an aesthetic language for the
Indian masses that I view to be hypocritical or intolerant. The ‘common man’—a popular
political term used for the Indian masses —is thus comfortable with the nude busts of
Indian deities in the temples but cannot fathom the use of similar imagery by
contemporary artists such as M.F. Husain. A similar kind of trend occurred in India
during the Islamic reign, when Hindu temples were repurposed for use in Islamic
architecture; the Qutb complex in Delhi serves as an example. However the Indo-Islamic
art and architecture developed a formal and conceptual style that was both secular and
inclusive of the diversity found in India at the time. Deewan-e-khas in Agra is another
such example where the architecture is Islamic but was constructed and aestheticized by
Hindu artisans.24 Such a negotiated linking of aesthetic and cultural styles has not been
quite as successful in the modem fine art realm.
As modernity changes the rituals and beliefs of the people in India, the
interpretation of relevant cultural styles and symbols by contemporary artists will also
24 Charles Correa, “The Public, the Private, and the Sacred,” Another India (Fall, 1989) Vol. 118, No. 4.
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surely change. The terms of change in the aesthetic sensibilities of people in India and its
implications for the sacred will define how contemporary and traditional Indian art
practice will function locally (within India) and on the global stage. Resisting the
‘pressure’ of conforming to Western style Modernity in favour of forging the legitimate
development of Eastern Modernity, based on adapting rather then adopting, now falls to
the contemporary Indian artist. The sacred in this context thus offers itself not just as a
means of preserving the past practices but also for developing new ones.
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Chapter 2
Reflections of The Non-Manifest
“Illusion is needed to disguise the emptiness within.'’’ - Arthur Erickson 25
The visual information one is confronted with in India is both intense and diverse.
The mind often submits to the “surface” of the visual chaos it is presented with, as layer
upon layer of past, present and the proposed future fuse together to create a visual
language that is often difficult to decipher. Similarly, traditional practices (which locate a
specific aspect of culture among the diversity found in India), have, in many ways, been
transformed into ritualistic practices that are devoid of the meanings through which they
were conceived. Modernity in India is arguably holding onto the skeleton of India’s past
and creating a façade around itself. As Arthur Erickson expressed in a speech at McGill
University, illusion is needed to disguise the emptiness within2526; my alluding to this is not
a criticism of modernity in visual culture (in India) for merely creating empty gestures,
rather it is a criticism of the rise of partial gestures in the name of progress.27 The better
alternative to an empty or a partial gesture is a sacred gesture: a sacred gesture is
conceived according to a visual form that is rooted in a deep understanding of the past as
well as the present, and through a marriage of the two, a proposed (future) is made
25 Arthur Erickson “Speech to McGill University School of Architecture,” (McGill University, Montreal,
Quebec, Canada October 21,2000), http://www.arthurerickson.com/sp_mcgill.html (accessed: 15/01/2011).
26 Arthur Erickson’s speech at the McGill University School of Architecture was about the use of
architecture to conceal the socio-economic disparities although this again reverts back to architecture
(which I believe to be an important reference-point for understanding visual/functional aspirations of a
social group) but it does effectively suggest the modem visual culture in India where the new glass
buildings are taking shape, diminishing the line between the outside and the inside and at the same time
distancing itself from the past.
27 According to my interpretation an empty gesture is one where past is represented as a token; a partial
gesture on the other hand represents the past fairly but lacks the understanding of it. These definitions are
partly from my subjective experiences and partly from the observations I have made over the years as an
artist and are by no means objective.
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possible.
Indian artist, Nasreen Mohamedi, conceived an oeuvre that arguably embodies the
sacred according to the broad understanding of it that I have been proposing. As an artist
she was able to preserve the past while operating in the present and proposing a future
which could be said to be manifestly her own. Mohamedi was bom in Karachi (now part
of Pakistan) in 1937, and she moved with her family to Bombay at the age of seven. In
1954 she enrolled at St Martin’s School of Art in London, and after graduating joined her
family in Bahrain. She returned to India in 1958 and settled in Bombay. In 1961 she had
her first solo exhibition at Gallery 59, Bombay. That same year she continued her studies
at Monsieur Guillard’s Atelier, Paris, France. She finally settled in Baroda, where she
became a faculty member of the Fine Art Department of M.S. University in 1973.
Before I address Nasreen Mohamedi’s art practice, the art discourse surrounding
her art practice, and the attempts to position her in Indian art history, and in conjunction
with Western art history, I would like to caution that the following text does not aim to be
a participant of the global discourse on Nasreen Mohamedi or attempt at positioning her
in a global art historical context. Rather, my text acknowledges the above while
proposing an alternative approach to Mohamedi’s practice. Furthermore, I will not be
disregarding the parallels between the methods and means I engage with (in creating my
artwork) and the processes Mohamedi employed in creating her work; ignoring these
parallels would be a missed opportunity.28 Such a discussion occurs at the end of this
paper.
28 Providing even a partial glimpse into Nasreen’s practice is not just a way to give back to the artist from
whom I have benefited over the past year (understanding how she and her work is viewed and written about
has helped me build a better understanding of how I view my own practice.), it is also a way for me to build
an understanding of her work in relation to the sacred.
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Geeta Kapur, art historian, critic and curator from Delhi, India, and a friend of
Mohamedi, introduces her by quoting part of a passage from Mohamedi’s diary

. the

strong aridity o f the desert. It makes one detached in a tiny way, in a clear and vital
way.’’29 Kapur continues with her introduction of the artist by adding the following:
“Remember Mohamedi’s frail limbs, ascetic face, un-gendered artist persona. ...Her
continual tracking of a mirage.”30 The shared empathy (of Mohamedi) with the desert, as
emphasized by Kapur, divulges the sense of desertion and loss the artist must have
experienced because of the death of her mother in 1942 when Mohamedi was only five
years old, and the fact that her engagement in the year 1963 was broken off. Both proved
to be forms of trauma.31 These events may well have contributed to her move away from
figurative and referential works in the 1960s and early 70s as an ultimate signifier of her
preoccupation with absence. Furthermore, as we will examine later on in the chapter, the
feelings of desertion and loss were very likely not the only reasons for Mohamedi’s
persistence with an abstract visual language as her favored means of expression.
Geeta Kapur argues that Mohamedi’s work “.. .is founded on absence, is about the
self. That through a series of displacements she touches and transcends death, but that the
insistently elided questions about the self are precisely [what offer] up meaning in her
work.”32 Kapur considers that this places Mohamedi’s work within the great lineage of
metaphysical abstraction, above that of all other Indian artists. India has been

29 Yashodgara Dalmia, “Nasreen's Diaries: An introduction,” in Nasreen in Retrospect ed. Altai (Ashraf
Mohamedi Trust, Bombay, 1995) entry dated 12th March 1971, p.93.
30 Geeta Kapur, “Elegy for an unclaimed beloved: Nasreen Mohamedi 1937-1990,” in Geeta Kapur When
was Modernism, (2000), p.62.
31 Anders Kreuger, “Making the Maximum of the Minimum: A close reading of Nasreen Mohamedi,”
Afterall, (Spring 2009), p.38.
32 Geeta Kapur, “Elegy for an unclaimed beloved: Nasreen Mohamedi 1937-1990,” in When was
Modernism, (2000), p.61.
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Figure 2 Nasreen M oham edi, U ntitled , pen, pencil,
collage on paper, 1968

preoccupied with metaphysical concerns for an eon, and the tantric and the yogic
traditions have visualized these concerns through geometric abstraction. Buddhist
mandalas or ordinary rangolis follow similar schemes, and so do the neo-tan trie works of
contemporary Indian artist G.R. Santosh.33 These Indian traditions used iconographic
abstraction and, as well, contemporary artists such as G.R. Santosh “(use) key elements
of tantric art - the bindu, or cosmic dot, the cosmic diagram, the lingam-yoni pairing - to
produce an image hovering between abstraction and representation and employing a
symbolic language that looks simultaneously to the traditional and to the modem.”34
Mohamedi on the other hand was concerned with renunciation and the manifestation of
331 have omitted Islamic art in India (although Islamic art and architecture had its influence on Nasreen)
because Islamic art in India like elsewhere does not make use of geometrical patterns to answer
metaphysical concerns; rather geometrical patterns are used to create a meditative environment. The
meditative aspect is important and I will discuss it further on in the chapter.
34 Rebecca M. Brown, “The Icon, Murties: Neotantra,” in Art for a modern India, 1947 - 1980, Duke
University Press, (2009), p.49.
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the self. That is, renunciation became an end in itself and her practice was intended to
manifest the process. Kapur writes that Mohamedi was preoccupied with the idea, “that
the self should be hidden, denied, evacuated as part of a possible proposition about
selfhood.’’ 35
Mohamedi’s work presents itself as a cipher, waiting, longing to be deciphered.
Unraveling her work is made complex by the fact that there are no cosmic dances (of
Shiva) or union of masculine and feminine energy, no marker of celestial or planetary
phenomena, no preordained order/color of a mandalic drawing; there appears not to be a
visual and conceptual presence of a or any Indian visual tradition in Mohamedi’s work.
However this does not mean that traditions had no hold on her work and practice. The
question of the non-manifest (fundamental to the argument in favor of the sacred) in
Mohamedi’s work, which was produced on small expanses of paper, still resists
interpretation and remains unanswered. Was her resolve concerned with self or selfrenunciation', was there an idealistic impulse guiding her hand like that of the
Constructivists or Suprematists? And if not that, was it the iconographic traditions of
India that influenced those works? Kapur surveys most of these possibilities in Elegy for
an Unclaimed Beloved: Nasreen Mohamedi 1937-1990, and I believe it is important to
explore them here.
The second subsection of the chapter by Kapur on Mohamedi deals with the self
as body. Kapur writes, “Mohamedi’s work is about the self and that it is simultaneously
about self-naughting as well, for every passionate negation is a mystical triumph in the
35 Geeta Kapur, “Elegy for an unclaimed beloved: Nasreen Mohamedi 1937-1990,” in Geeta Kapur When
was Modernism , (2000), p.61.
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way of becoming. Self-naughting, akimcanna, is the refusal of soul in favour of a more
abstract principal of the mind.. .”36 In response to Kapur, I identify here the body as
manifest and the self as non-manifest: Kapur fashions a self and body duality to
rationalize the ailing physical condition Mohamedi was suffering from (Parkinson’s
disease), and the precision with which Mohamedi controlled her lines even until the end.
Kapur adds another element, the other, which in this case becomes a metaphor for desire.
Mohamedi in her work empties the self of her ailing body, and empties the body of the
other (beloved) and of the desire for the other. However, to understand Mohamedi’s work
we must manifest what Mohamedi worked so hard to un-manifest. What then becomes
understandable is a reflection of the self of the viewer, not so much of Mohamedi: that
self has evaporated and is adrift; the act of viewing is involved in a gesture of
transcendence. Mohamedi’s natural command over the lines on paper and the arduous
effort of movement through space that surrounded the paper (which, Kapur compares to
the dance of a flying puppet) signifies a graceful acceptance (of the limitation imposed by
the body) by Mohamedi. Kapur eloquently observes, “That this body should be an
invisible presence in a map of a few lines is a virtuoso feat. The drawn lines appear like a
remote, idealized trajectory of this stricken body, as if evoking a compensatory grace and
precision.” 37
Nasreen in the Indian Context
It has proved both difficult and counterproductive to locate Mohamedi in a
relevant (Indian) art historical context, for while Mohamedi took active part in the art
36 Geeta Kapur, ‘Elegy for an unclaimed beloved: Nasreen Mohamedi 1937-1990 in Geeta Kapur When was
Modernism , 2007, p.62.
37Ibid., p.66.
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Figure 3 Nasreen M oham edi, Untitled, pen and pencil
on paper

discourse at that time, her art practice was distinctly unalike (in her formal aesthetic and
conceptual awareness) to that of her contemporaries. Mohamedi’s aesthetics were
stimulated by the Arabian desert, the patterns in the sand of the long shoreline in India,
the tall imposing water towers, the out lines and the in lines of the roads and pavements
of the various cities she visited, the intricate weaves of Indian textile, the depth of the
calligraphic in Islamic art and architecture to the naive curl of a dog’s tail, she transferred
and transformed these visual cues in to an intricate abstracted narrative.
For Kapur “Modem Indian art continues to be committed to augmenting its
iconographie resources-through anthropomorphic intent, metaphoric allusions, elaborate
morphologies... [speaking of Mohamedi’s contemporaries] all of them succumb
exuberantly to the great temptation of the imagination: they privileged condensation
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where images are provocatively enshrined, where icons wear the nimbus of meaning
intact, where symbols give over to a voluptuous afterlife of pain and profanation.”38
Quoting from Mohamedi’s diary ‘Maximum out of the minimum’,39 Kapur is able to
juxtapose Mohamedi to her contemporaries. Mohamedi was able to portray the maximum
potential of her thought process through the use of minimal means, both on paper and in
the environment in which the drawings were conceived.
Mohamedi interacted with the disbanded Progressive Artist Group, founded by
F.N. Souza in 1947 (Bombay). The group included artists like M.F. Hussain, S.H. Raza,
Tyab Metha and V.S. Gaitonde; these artists practiced a bold, abrasive and selfproclaimed modernist style.40 V.S. Gaitonde acted as Mohamedi’s mentor in the early
1960s: “Gaitonde’s almost monochrome canvases and their watery ambient spaces
interrupted by areas of turbulence and surface distortion, [show] correspondences with
Mohamedi’s oils, her collages and her work on paper from the early 1960s.”41 Jeram Patal
is perhaps the most important artist to be associated with Mohamedi. He was both a
faculty member of the Fine Art Department of M.S. University and a close friend. “The
two artists had an ongoing dialogue, flowing backwards and forwards, both critical and
supportive, which enabled both to make important developments in their practice.”42
Of further interest regarding my study is that Mohamedi photographed the urban
Indian landscape. Her photographs are regularly exhibited now along with her diaries but
18 Geeta Kapur, "Elegy for an unclaimed beloved: Nasreen Mohamedi 1937-1990 in Geeta Kapur When was
Modernism , 2007, p.67.
39 Yashodgara Dalmia, “Nasreen's Diaries: An introduction,” in Nasreen in Retrospect ed. Altaf (Ashraf
Mohamedi Trust, Bombay, 1995), entry dated 1st February 1974, p.96.
40 Grant Watson, “Passage and Placement: Nasreen Mohamedi,” Afterall, (Spring 2009), p29.
41 Ibid.
42 Grant Waltson, “Memories of Nasreen: A Conversation with jeram Patel,” in Drawing Space:
Contemporary Indian Drawing, (United Kingdom: Institute of international visual arts, 2000), p.30.
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Figure 4 Nasreen M oham edi, Untitled, photograph, ca. 1975

Mohamedi never considered exhibiting them herself. Kapur elaborates on Mohamedi’s
reluctance to exhibit the photographs regarding her worry that they may reveal some
formalist secret, and Kapur points out that the photographs “provide, in actual fact, no
formula but a material basis for her formal aesthetic... [Mohamedi’s photographs are]
conspicuously neutral spaces —a particular place, framing mere objects, or massive
structures...the space can be reduced to a skeletal pattern of vertical/horizontal/diagonal
lines: disembodied from the urbanscape...”4, The process of taking photographs reveals
Mohamedi as an observant bystander, using the photographic medium to take a
temporal/spatial snapshot. However the images are more about the space and the object
that occupy it. Human subjects, in my view, that are reminiscent of time, are an
unwelcome presence, a passerby whose shadow is engrained in to the photographing
medium.43
43 Geeta Kapur, 'Elegy for an unclaimed beloved: Nasreen Mohamedi 1937-1990 in Geeta Kapur When was
Modernism, 2007, p.78-79.
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Nasreen in the Western/Soviet context
During the 1950s and early 60s Mohamedi studied in Europe, which resulted in
her adapting the postwar abstraction from the Paris school which is reflected in her use of
abstraction that is still partly referential: emphasized brush strokes and washes that
suggest atmospheric landscapes.44 Kapur also identifies Mohamedi with two art-historical
lineages, the Utopian Modernism comprised of the influences from the Suprematist and
the Constructivist movements (originated in Soviet Union in the 1920s), and High
Modernism.45 According to Kapur, the Utopian Modernism provides the metaphysics and
ideology to Mohamedi’s strongly modernist inclination. Suprematism, founded by
Kazimir Malevich, had a significant influence on Mohamedi and his utopian geometric
impulse resonates with the search Mohamedi persisted with in her work. The use of the
diagonal, a chevron, and a triangle becomes part of Mohamedi’s visual vocabulary,
creating a symbolic language.46 Kapur defines what was at stake for the Suprematists as
human destiny and the transcendence of the human mind; the latter can be said to be true
for Mohamedi, whose work presents the viewer with a paradox of an out of body
experience. On the other hand, the Constructivists, using geometrical means with a
demand for perfection that is material and dialectical, extended their interests to the entire
range of industrial products, exhibition design and architecture.47 Grant Watson notes,
“This relationship to design is evident in [Mohamedi’s] work, and its proximity creates a

44 Grant Watson, “Passage and Placement: Nasreen Mohamedi,” Afterall, (Spring 2009), p29
45 Geeta Kapur, 'Elegy for an unclaimed beloved: Nasreen Mohamedi 1937-1990 in Geeta Kapur When was
Modernism , 2007, p.69.
46 Ibid.
47 Ibid., p.71.
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link to a range of applied arts that can be seen every day in India - from the chevrons and
diagonals on mass-produced printed shirts, to the geometric arrangements of tiles on
walls or the metal lattice of window grills or gates.”48
The Grid: Nasreen and Martin
Mohamedi’s use of the grid in the 1970s and her subsequent move to a more
muted grid in the 1980s has drawn attention to her apparent affinity to the Minimalists
and specifically to Agnes Martin. The comparison that is drawn in the West between
Nasreen Mohamedi a relatively new artist from the East (recently being discovered in the
West) to Agnes Martin is problematic. I acknowledge this as a conflict of interest (where
one side of the argument feel the need to place the artist from another culture in an art
historical context and the other side views this “placement” as a recolonizing of the East),
both, through the following discussion and the personal experience of having my artwork
compared to Carl Andre here in Canada. Mohamedi used the grid as a formal device to
create scaffolding and a foundation for creating repeated lines. The precise handmade
grid functioning as a template for meditation, with the reoccurring pattern a substitute for
“breathing” and the resulting lines a reflection on thought. In Kapur’s view, the reason
for the use of the grid in Mohamedi’s work is to reveal the inner matrix of a natural
phenomenon and thus to trace on paper pure thought.
Formal and spiritual concerns echo both in the works of Mohamedi and Agnes
Martin: they both draw the grid with familiar resolve, and are not afraid to make visible
the artist’s hand which penciled the lines, the release and application of pressure on the

48 Grant Watson, “Passage and Placement: Nasreen Mohamedi,” Afterall, (Spring 2009), p.31.
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Figure 5 Nasreen M oham edi, U ntitled , undated, pen
and pencil on paper

surface of the paper. Both weave lines to create a luminous grid that ripples between
negative and positive. They use writing alongside their art practice as a means of
expression. They share an interest in metaphysics and draw upon the teachings about
balance from Taoism and Buddhism. However, there are subtle differences: Agnes
Martin’s grids resist their location in space and time with an absent form, whereas
Mohamedi’s grid and drawings are in passage, forever departing and arriving. Anders
Kreuger finds that comparison does little justice to either artist. “It comes
across as too much of a strategic move: an attempt to claim a place for an Indian in a
canon that operates through recognition, in the literal sense of what Western audiences
recognize as similar to what they already know.”49 Kreuger politicizes this by stating: “I

49 Anders Kreuger, “Making the Maximum of the Minimum: A close reading of Nasreen Mohamedi,”
Afterall, (Spring 2009), p.38-39.
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would even interpret this as ‘re-colonizing’ a comparatively unknown artist.” 50There is
no indication that Mohamedi was either influenced by or aware of Martin during the
development of her grid. So, to draw such parallels between Mohamedi and Martin,
either for facilitating the dominance of Western sensibilities or as a modus for placing
Mohamedi’s Modernism in the Western art historical context, is problematic.
As indicated earlier, the Modernist tradition in art has been dominated and defined
by European and American aesthetic norms, and as contemporary art from the East
presented itself to Western criticism in the beginning of the post-colonial era, it
encountered (and I would argue is still does) a limited criticism. Such critical discourse
either identified the Eastern artist and their works with the traditional culture in question
or labeled them as byproduct of mainstream Western art movements. Conversely when
Western critics are sensitive towards independent developments of Modernist art
practices in the East, the language of critical engagement is muted. Then, as opposed to
the idea of the universality of Western Modernism, this view deliberates on the
‘otherness’ of non-Westem Modernism. Considering that non-Western influences had a
major part in the development of Western Modernism, and inversely, that the Western
view is “helping” shape Modernism in the non-western world, some common and
interwoven threads can be drawn.
As discussed in the previous chapter the primordial element in art that continues
to persist in the East (specifically in India) through the ages, and its revival over the past
century in the West, has the potential of functioning as a bridge between East and West.
The sacred and/or primordial is not a substitute for a universal utopia, but rather it aims to
5n Ibid., p.39.
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resist the divisive concept of the “other”. As such Mohamedi’s work participates in the
global art discourse while simultaneously sustaining its Indian roots or its “Indian-ness”.
Mohamedi’s relation to the sacred, in my view comes about through her relation
to meditation and to the conceptual use of the Indian concept of Sunya (zero). Mohamedi
sat cross-legged at her worktable surrounded by nothing more than what she required to
journey through the expanse of the paper placed before her. Working through the night,
she was able to drown out the sounds of civilization. We know of her interest in Buddhist
and Tao traditions, and thus her process of creating the drawings can be said to be akin to
a Buddhist or Taoist monk contemplating a singular thoughts or the harmonious presence
in the yin-yang symbol. She writes in her diary “a spider can only make [weave] a web
but it makes it to perfection” and adds to it on a later date “in this utter chaos a thread of
discipline - a cobweb” . As the cobweb accumulates arbitrarily, so do Mohamedi’s
drawings, they gather and guide the viewer’s awareness. The reason for my emphasis on
meditation is as much as a personal one as it is objective: to create detailed drawings
abundant with meaning one needs to surround oneself not with just a physical bareness
but also a bareness of thought. Mohamedi’s affinity to the arid desert and even more so,
with the arid abundance of saltwater, reflects a conscious awareness and acceptance of
the importance of meditative resolve in creating the panorama of her drawings.
Another source of meditative material can be found in Mohamedi’s photographs:
but in sharp contrast to the meditative posture preformed in her studio, she is in motion,
moving through the urban landscape, taking fixed snapshots of the space she occupies
momentarily. There is again the separation of one element from amidst the visual chaos.
As discussed previously, Mohamedi was traversing through a vast conceptual terrain; and
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as I have experienced through the making of my own work, the reward from the process
of making is in the meditative clarity one achieves and not in the questions answered.
This is also reflected in Mohamedi’s refusal to adhere to a timeline, and in her placing of
the value of time within a small period (of time) rather than a large expanse of time. So
her works were never dated, and the diary entries are almost naively misplaced with no
relation between the dates they were written under to the date they were actually written.
The concept of Sunya (zero) is not a signifier for emptiness; rather, it emphasizes
the infinite potential of zero. It implies that every element is lacking an absolute identity,
is impermanent, interdependent, arises mutually, and does not support a personal self.
The grid is an invisible presence in the patterns of a mandala where the pattern depends
on the grid to manifest itself, and the grid depends on the finished pattern to announce its
own presence underneath the layers of material. In Mohamedi’s later work, the grid is
present in this familiar manner; it is hidden but makes its presence obvious. Mohamedi
does not use the grid as an absolute form but as an aid for traversing and mapping a trace
of her thoughts. The play of meditative stillness and the realization of potential present in
nature and her own self is therefore the sacred element in Mohamedi’s work.
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Conclusion
I have discussed the notion of the sacred in the preceding chapters by situating it
in relation to both religion and the secular, particularly in India, attempting to show the
link between non-manifest phenomena and manifest phenomena as presented through art,
including in the practice of artist, Nasreen Mohamedi. Charles Correa’s invocation of the
primordial that functions as a secular “sacred ground” for the contemporary art discourse
linking East and West is a useful footing upon which I have based some of my thinking,
and his concepts also inform the way I understand my own practice as a contemporary
artist working across the cultures of the East and the West.
I arrived from India in 2009, coming to Canada to do my Masters of Fine Arts; I
had been educated in English, and also been exposed to North American food and
popular culture (television and movies). I guess I had built a false sense of familiarity
with the West, perhaps something similar to what a Westerner might experience after
seeing the songs and dances of Bollywood films. After a point of time in my early
experience here, it became apparent to me that it doesn’t matter to what extent I was
already pre-exposed to this new culture, just as it does not matter how exposed this new
culture is to my own, in determining how my real life experience proceeds. These sorts of
understandings/misunderstandings I find have become constant points of negotiation for
me, such that even the context of my art isn’t as self-evident as it would be in India.
When I first arrived in Canada, I regularly borrowed old Hindi films from the film
Department at University of Western Ontario, and on finding out that the resource
librarian had seen many old Hindi films, as she described, in a cold Soviet Union cinema
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hall, I felt comforted: like the feeling of confiding your experience to a stranger. But such
encounters have been few and far between. In response, I have, over the period of the past
two years, tried to develop an art practice that is less dependent on an Indian context for
an ease of reception in Canada, but not so far removed from my roots as to alienate an
Indian audience.
My art practice primarily aims to explore the meditative elements involved in my
own process of art creation. I also carefully examine the methods and materials I employ
in the creation of perceptual objects. One often travels with the baggage of beliefs and
myths of their parent culture, and it becomes a constant struggle to explain and at times
justify those attitudes in a new cultural context. To negate my cultural bias and challenge
that of the audience here in Canada, I started my studio practice by drawing geometric
patterns on an expanse of handmade paper bound together to form a book that I had
brought with me from India. These drawings were my interpretation of the geometrical
pattern making I often encounter in the East.
A pattern, in my view, is a tangible gesture either natural or artificial, which
becomes manifest in a specific environment. Patterns in the Western context, as I
understand it, are purely aesthetic considerations that are made either consciously or by
accident. For me, in contrast to this, patterns function as a link to the distant past, when
recognizing patterns in nature was an essential part of the everyday survival of our
primitive ancestors. In time, recognizing patterns in one’s surroundings evolved beyond
the fight or flight response towards contributing to social spaces of cultural diversity —
and in contemporary times, towards developing consumer culture.
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An event/pattem that manifests itself within a loop in the routine of the everyday
and results in a facsimile of experience is what, as an artist, I consider to be a recurrence.
These recurrences take on ritualistic forms (as performances), so that the act “of doing”
eventually becoming a reflexive act; here the compulsiveness of the act does not depend
on conscious thought to act.
Part of the colonial legacy I experience as an Indian is the addiction to tea and
coffee. Drinking either tea or coffee is a recurrence, a pattern/ritual that I perform daily.
Between the processes of preparation and consumption, tea and coffee often leave a trace
of their presence in the world. I integrated these traces into some of my geometric
drawings, and transferred the dried tealeaves into my working materials to create a
mandala on the studio floor.
Material choices tend to point towards something other than their own materiality.
The use of pigment derived from tea and coffee in my work is one such example. Thus
the associative response evoked by these substances (which I discuss below) regarding
the economic and political implications of tea and coffee, including with respect to their
planting and consumption, was completely unlike the discussion I was expecting to have
about the meditative process, and the sense of presence in my drawings. Here the material
had lost its materiality.
Concept and method (process) are experiential elements in my art practice.
Method has always involved ingenuity for me: a rediscovery of tool making and the
utilizing of unconventional processes to create art. Making one’s own tools not only
creates an self-sufficient microcosmic art practice, addressing concerns regarding
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sustainability, but also comments on the interdependence of the past and dependencies of
the contemporary times. In my view, the emphasis on creating specialized skill sets, and
our dependency on the specialized skills of others in order to function is a fundamentally
flawed notion. As a metaphoric way of thinking about this problematic, I offer this: the
“assembly line” creation of the Terracotta Army commissioned by the first Chinese
Emperor Qin Shi Huangdi that eventually leads to the present day massive assembly lines
in Chinese factories that feed the world’s appetite for cheap consumer goods represents
something other then an efficient evolution of the production process. I would argue that
the detachment towards the land, and regarding the goods and services we consume has
created a virtual bubble where humans are synthetically connected with their
environment. As an attempt to break this dependency on methods and materials that “get
the job done,” my practice as an artist aims at adopting alternate means that are selfsufficient and sustainable.
The brick project where I make handmade bricks explores this possibility. To
initiate the work, I sourced the clay locally. The process of digging, transporting and
cleaning the clay into a workable state was both labor intensive and time consuming, and
reminded me of the reasons why we prefer to consume rather than produce.
Coming from India where the brick usually comes in shades of red, the history
that London, Ontario has regarding the yellow brick sparked my interest in the brick
form. So, over the last summer, I made 32 bricks; considerably less then the amount a
daily wage laborer makes in a day in India. Once they were made, I inlaid the handmade
bricks alongside a tree form in a drawing on the floor of the gallery. Part of the floor
drawing is a grid mandala that was made by hand using red pigment derived by crushing
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Figure 5 Gautam Garoo Brick project, installation, handmade unfired bricks
and fired brick dust and sugar drawing,
fired brick. The installation proved to be a “success,” however it drew an association with
the use of readymade bricks by American Minimalist artist, Carl Andre. A long, drawnout discussion on this issue with one of my professors (who introduced me to Nasreen
Mohamedi) left a sense of resentment and perplexity in me. Indeed, the comparison isn’t
dissimilar to the one made between Nasreen Mohamedi and Agnes Martin. Yet what I
failed to realize at that time was that this was just based on an associative response where
one approaches a work based on what they already know. An associative response is a
means for creating a reference point for interpreting a work, but in my way of thinking
about it now, I argue that it can just as easily be considered culturally insensitive.
Indian aesthetics (Rasa theory) has in the past placed the greatest importance on
the emotional response to a work of art. The intellectual discourse underpinning a work
of art and/or around the work of art was considered secondary. In response to my
seeming “failure” to evoke an emotional response, and perhaps as a means of reclaiming
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Figure 7 Gautam G aroo, Walk project, V ideo, 2011.

the Indian identity of the bricks, I later traced the tree form onto a new set of bricks.
Interestingly, similar marks can be found on Indian bricks where the sacred Hindu
symbols of Om or a Swastika are surrounded with initials of the company.
Another kind of trace I have made is in the walk project that uses a photographic
sequence to create videos. The walk project consists of two videos; one documenting a
walk during a winter night and the other observes a girl walking across the river Thames
(London, Ontario). This project observes the act of walking under the cover of darkness,
here the urban environment of an alien culture is both literally and metaphorically absent.
The walk is performed in the darkness to communicate the unease of traversing in the
urban landscape of a Canadian city, where my sense of belonging is always in question.
Charles Correa has introduced the notion of the sacred, which mediates between
manifest phenomena and non-manifest phenomena. I have suggested by applying the idea
of the sacred to artistic discourse and practice of both Nasreen Mohamedi and my own

that the sacred through the primordial functions as a secular “sacred ground” for the
contemporary art discourse linking East and West. In my own work I see the sacred
functioning as a catalyst that mediates not only between my past and present as well
my inclusion or location in the West.
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Fair Dealing
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29.1 Fair dealing for the purpose of research or private study does not infringe copyright.
R.S., 1985, c. C-42, s.29; R.S., 1985, c.10 (4th Supp.), s. 7; 1994, c. 47, s. 61; 1997, c.24,
s.18.
Criticism or Review
29.1 Fair dealing for the purpose of criticism or review does not infringe copyright if the
following are mentioned:
(a) the source; and
(b) if given in the source, the name of the
i.
ii.
iii.
iv.

Author, in the case of a work,
Performer, in the case of a performer’s performance,
Maker, in the case of a sound recording, or
Broadcaster, in the case of a communication signal.

1997, c.24, s. 18.
The full act can be found online at:
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